‘Together we can’

‘The Amphitheatre:
Microcosm of the world’

—29 March 2020 (Post 3)

—27 March 2020 (Post 1)

For over 400 million years the plants
and insects have co-evolved—through
thick and thin—filling our world
with the prodigiously colourful
biodiversity that we see around us.
Here the little wasp (Dasyproctus)
and the yellow Gazania flower share
a moment of symbiotic harmony—
‘together we can’!

Do join us on our journey
through Earth-Time here at The
Amphitheatre between now and the
50th anniversary of Earth Day on 22
April!

The photo was taken in our yard in
Pretoria this early-Autumn afternoon.

JMA, 29 March 2020

JMA, 27 March 2020

Getting to know our Earthly home
during these weeks of Coronavirus
lock-down—a most unique moment
in the 300,000 years of human
history!

‘Earth-Time Pole’

‘Living dinosaurs’

Our home planet, Earth, is around
4,6 billion years old, with the earliest
signs of life having appeared some 4
billion years ago and Homo sapiens
(we humans) especially recently, a
mere 300,000 years or so back!

When a city-sized asteroid hit
the Earth 66 million years ago—
ending the Cretaceous Period—the
dinosaurs disappeared. The birds,
an evolutionary branch of that iconic
group, lived through and diversified
greatly.

—30 March 2020 (Post 4)

—28 March 2020 (Post 2)

These raucous Hadedas feeding
at the far end of our lawn are great
reminders of them.

JMA, 30 March 2020

JMA, 28 March 2020

Our ‘Earth-Time Pole’—once a
volley-ball pole—provides a scale
and shows a simple outline of South
African geological history. On our
journey through to Earth Day, 22
April, we’ll touch back to base now
and again.

‘Mother & daughter Meerkat’

‘Caitlyn’s Pink Orchid’

Our eager pair of Meerkats (Suricata
suricatta)—the dearest little creatures
of the South African Karoo—peer
up at the Earth-Time Pole. They’re
settling their gaze half-way up the
pole at around the year 2,3 billion
years BP, when our Earth literally
rusted, when the first great iron-rich
sediments were deposited.

Caitlyn Rose of LonderLand, our
granddaughter over in London, turns
11 on 17 April. This beautiful pink
orchid growing on the Chinese elm
has bloomed faithfully for quite a run
of years now, as it’s doing currently,
to celebrate her birthday.

—2 April 2020 (Post 7)

—31 March 2020 (Post 5)

Most years the family has joined
us here at our place for Caitlyn’s
birthday, and for Easter. Not this
year, sadly, with the world in Coronalockdown!

JMA, 2 April 2020

JMA, 31 March 2020

It is from these that they and so many
other mammals and birds that share
our world and enjoy a spot in our
gardens were crafted.

‘Quartet of Honey bees’

‘Earth Alive’

—1 April 2020 (Post 6)

—3 April 2020 (Post 8)

In just 2 months through November
and December 2014 here at
The Amphitheatre—indoors
and outdoors—we collected or
photographed close on 250 species of
insects (in 67 families and 16 orders).
The Honey bee (Apis cf mellifera),
one of the most common of these in
our Microcosm, is far from alone.

‘A’ is for Earth Alive, for The
Amphitheatre, and for Anderson!
It tops our ‘Snuffbox Hill’, built from
a collection of snuffbox-weathered
ironstone rocks from the TimeballHill Formation dating to 2,3 billion
years, just on half the age of the
Earth.
The Hoopoe and Crane, nestled
amongst the Tickey creeper (Ficus
pumilla), owe their presence to the
iron mined from this or equivalent
geological horizons.

JMA, 3 April 2020

JMA, 1 April 2020

This busy foursome were photo’d this
morning on the Strelitzia near the
front door.

‘Synchrodestiny’

‘A moment of diversity’

Towards the 50th anniversary of
Earth Day, 22 April 2020. The twin-S
sculpture in our garden embraces
20+20 banded ironstones from the
Dasspoort Formation ridge (dating to
2,2 billion years) that runs through
Pretoria. The diversely patterned
rocks, so colourfully evident in the
four close-up photos, symbolise our
human diversity. There are 7,7 billion
of us globally, each with a differently
programmed brain. We are our brains!
Our sculpture portrays the call for an
entirely new tomorrow—through the
creative cooperation of all humans
everywhere!

We see here three species of insect,
in three distinct orders, out in the
midday sun feeding around the same
daisy table.

—4 April 2020 (Post 9)

—6 April 2020 (Post 11)

Or in more scientific terms, a
ladybird beetle (Coleoptera), a fly
(Diptera) and a thrips (Thysaneura)
are seen collectively feeding on
the Marguerite (Chrysanthemum
frutescens) of the Asteraceae family
of angiosperms (flowering plants).
With around 30,000 species, the
Asteraceae (Daisies) are the most
diverse of the floweringplant families. No wonder
they have diversified so
exuberantly, with the
insects so attracted to
them.

JMA, 6 April 2020

JMA, 4 April 2020

2020 vision!
Seeing the past, present and future,
using all our senses optimally.
All of us humans, along with the
tens of millions of other species
worldwide, are in this together!

—5 April 2020 (Post 10)

JMA, 7 April 2020, 6:48 AM

Entering our podium bird event of the
day is one of my regular diary entries.
The Burchell’s coucal angling across
the lawn to have a mid-afternoon
rendezvous with the Meerkats in our
‘Earth-Time Park’ got top-billing for
today. Being rather reclusive, we hear
the Coucal—with that characteristic
descending-ascending bubbling-liquid
call—a lot more often that we see her.

JMA, 5 April 2020

—7 April 2020 (Post 12)

Our ‘Amphitheatre’, in the Eastern
suburbs of Pretoria, lies near the heart
of one of Earth’s earliest microcontinents (known as the Kaapvaal
Craton). The multitude of rocks we’ve
gathered here in the garden are mostly
from the three ridges running EastWest through the city. The sandstones
and ironstones forming these ridges,
now tilted up and dipping to the north,
were originally deposited in an inland
sea on that ancient continent.

‘I talk to the Birds’

And never before has she sojourned
with the Meerkats in this friendly
way.

‘Midway through Earth-Time’

Collectively the whole geological
sequence, deposited over 600 million
years (from 2,650-2,080 bill. yrs
ago), is known as the Transvaal
Supergroup. I list the three ridges,
noted above, from youngest to oldest:
Magaliesberg Formation., c2,1 bill. yrs,
Dasspoort Formation, c2,2 bill. yrs,
Timeball Hill Formation., c2,3 bill. yrs.
In the photo, the path ‘Ripplemark
Way’ winding towards the pool, is
layed from Magaliesberg sandstone
slabs; the distant wooded horizon
seen through the ‘Windows’ is
the Dasspoort ridge; and the two
‘Snuffbox Hills’ in the foreground are
built from Timeball Hill ironstones.

‘Table Mountain’

‘Protea & the Cape Fynbos’

As I view it, Table Mountain is
surely the most iconic mountain on
Earth. From the broadest perspective,
geologically, biologically,
anthropologically, historically,
culturally, it is unmatched. And, of
course, there is its stark beauty! We’ll
explore all this as we head further
along our Earth-Time journey.

There are six floral kingdoms
recognized worldwide. The whole
of the northern hemisphere north of
latitude 30° N, is one, almost all of
Africa plus SE Asia is another; the
southernmost tip of Africa, the Cape
Floral Kingdom, miniscule in size
compared to the rest, is the sixth. The
Cape Fynbos—clothing the Cape
Fold Mountains—comprises 80%
of the Kingdom; and includes some
8,600 plant species, 5,800 of which
are endemic, unique to it.

—8 April 2020 (Post 13)

—10 April 2020 (Post 15)

‘Comradeship capensis’

Protea (family Proteaceae), with
over 80 species in South Africa, is the
most readily recognised and loved
genus characterising the Fynbos. Our
National cricket team, the Proteas,
has after all taken up the name! The
flowers photo’d here are from the
Protea bush at the near-end of the
pool.
JMA, 11 April 2020

JMA, 8 April 2020

The upper photo shows Table Mt—on
our Earth-Alive laptop screen in the
study—as seen from Robben Island.
The lower photo shows a triptych
looking out across False Bay with
Table Mt to the right. It was painted
by my sister-in-law Freda back in
2009 and hangs on the dining-room
wall.

‘Cape Turtle Dove’

—9 April 2020 (Post 14)

—11 April 2020 (Post 16)

The Cape honeysuckle (Tecomaria
capensis), an attractive scrambling
shrub indigenous to South Africa,
occurs naturally along forest margins
and in valley bushveld all along the
eastern and southern coastal belt of
the country.

She’s restfully soaking in the early
morning sun atop our feeding tray.
Comically, the Cape turtle dove’s
call is a much-repeated ‘work harder,
work harder ……. ‘. They’re pretty
common here and through southern
Africa, and the call is a regular part of
our bird-song background.
We have six species of doves and
pigeons (Columbidae) co-habiting the
Amphitheatre and neighbourhood:
the Redeyed dove, Cape turtle
dove, Laughing dove, Rameron
pigeon, Rock pigeon and Green
pigeon (listed in decreasing order
of abundance). All contribute
distinctively to the avian chorus.

JMA, 11 April 2020

JMA, 9 April 2020

It is a favourite in our gardens and
is quite evidently a favourite also
of the ants. This ubiquitous group
of insects (family Formicidae in
the order Hymenoptera) have been
around close on 100 million years,
since midway through the Cretaceous.
And they have spread to great
diversity, an estimated 22,000 species.
Interestingly, the total biomass of ants
and of humans is seemingly about
equal, there being something like 1
million ants for every human.

‘The last billion years’

‘Heyday of the Gymnosperms’

—12 April 2020 (Post 17)

—14 April 2020 (Post 19)

See here the upper fifth of our Earth-Time
Pole, from 1 billion years ago to the present.
Marked out on it are Snowball Earth, the
Cape Supergroup and the Karoo Supergroup.
Each spans some 150 million years.

As a hands-on timescale, let us think of our
sun and solar system orbiting around the
Milky Way galaxy. This takes around 225
to 250 million years—a cosmic year. In
approximate terms, the Molteno Fm was
being deposited one revolution of the galaxy
back (and Table Mountain about two
revolutions back).
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JMA, 11 April 2020

The Cape and Karoo Supergroups
(geological successions) together cover
a large part of South Africa. And like
palaeontological textbooks, as rich as
anywhere globally, they tell a great part of
the evolving story of life from c500 to 175
myrs ago. But more of that as we meander
through the coming lockdown days.

Origin of vascular plants (higher
land plants with specialised tubes
for conducting water & minerals)

Reference (Plant Timetree)
Hannah Bonner, Satu Jovero
& John Anderson (2018)

—13 April 2020 (Post 18)

At Maclear’s Beacon marking the
highest spot on Table Mountain
one finds a small outcrop of glacial
deposits. It tells of the end-Ordovician
global glaciation; and of the First
Global Extinction event (at c444
myrs) affecting macroscopic life
following Snowball Earth.
As happens after each of the five global
extinction events, given some millions
of years, there is a great renewal of life,
an explosion of new diversity.
Harmonising science and art, allowing
some visual liberty, the Plant and
Insect Time-Trees sprout atop Table
Mt! The roots of those Trees may be
imagined growing in the soils atop
our ‘most iconic mountain’—at c440
myrs. Before deposition of Table Mt,
the continental landscape was bare of
visible life; after it’s deposition, plant
and animal life arose—leading to the
majestic diversity we now know.

JMA, 11 April 2020

JMA, 13 April 2020

In the very simplest of terms, our Earth,
never still, always changing, froze from
around 800 to 650 million years ago. It
became a snowball (an iceball). The polar
icecaps expanded to meet at the equator.
This was a critical turning point. From
4 billion years ago till this moment, life
on Earth was microscopic and essentially
unicellular—bacteria and their like. After
the snowball melted, there was an explosion
of macroscopic life, first in the oceans (at
c600 myrs), later on land (at c440 myrs).
From that melting till today, and through
five cataclysmic global extinction events,
life has evolved to the splendour seen today.

So, let’s journey back through time from
today, the diversity heyday of the angiosperms
(flower-bearing plants). One cosmic year
back, we find ourselves looking through the
Molteno window onto the ‘Heyday of the
Gymnosperms’ (cone-bearing plants). And
two cosmic years back, we find ourselves
treading the shores of the inland seaway in
which the sands of Table Mountain were
being deposited. Incredibly there are no plants
anywhere to be seen; they haven’t yet found a
foothold out on land.
Indeed, a considerable amount of change
takes place during Earth’s galactic orbits.
Top photo: cleaved Molteno slab (Waldeck
site), dominated by Dicroidium leaves; they
hang on our lounge wall.
Lower photo: our 3 Molteno volumes in the
SANBI Strelitzia series (2003, 2007, 2008).
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—15 April 2020 (Post 20)
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Evolutionary harmony to perfection—
as portrayed in these Plant and Insect
Time-Trees (still requiring much fine
tuning)! How good it would be to
invite Johann Sebastian Bach (16851750) to write an Easter Oratorio
around this intertwining story.
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Guestimates are that
perhaps 100 million
insect species have
lived at one or other
time & clambered on
this 425 million-yearold timetree.
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Reference (Insect Timetree)
Anderson, Bonner et al. (2016)

Consider just the flowering plants
and the pollinating insects, bursting
into co-diversity through 140 million
years from the early Cretaceous
through till today. The Big Four
pollinating orders—Coleoptera
(beetles), Hymenoptera (ants, wasps,
bees), Diptera (flies) and Lepidoptera
(butterflies, moths)--include 80% of
the nearly 1 million described insect
species around today.

